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Abstract
Through an examination of scriptural apocalypticism in the life of 
the Anabaptist martyr Anna Jantz, the author explores the painful 
gap between divine promise and human reality. Furthermore, 
the author suggests that tending to this gap, which involves an 
examination of the entanglement of Jantz’s wounds with the wounds 
of scripture, has the potential to lead human readers to develop the 
practical wisdom necessary to voice scripture and remember the 
martyrs well. 

During its brief existence between 1534 and 1535, the Anabaptist kingdom 
of Münster minted coins bearing the phrase “The Word became flesh.”1 
Here at Münster, the coins declared, God’s reign had finally arrived and 
would envelop the whole earth, transforming corruption and injustice into 
peace. It is a bitter and ironic motto: “The Word became flesh”—as the city 
authorities expelled or executed those who refused rebaptism; “The Word 
became flesh”—as they forced women into marriages they did not choose. 
On human lips the deepest truths of scripture may become lies. The Word 
indeed became flesh, but not at Münster. 

How may Anabaptists remember failures like Münster well? And 
more broadly, when Christians claim scripture’s promises, how can they 
avoid ending in similar failure? This second question is at the heart not of 

1 It is not clear whether these coins circulated within the city—since all property had been 
confiscated—or only outside it. For a brief description and picture, see Hermann von 
Kerssenbroch, Narrative of the Anabaptist Madness trans. Christopher S. Mackay (Leiden, 
Brill, 2007), 70-71. For an overview, see Victor G. Wiebe, “Anabaptist Coinage and 
Commemorative Medals,” Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. September 
2015. See also Marion Kobelt-Groch, trans. Linda Huebert-Hecht, “Hille Feicken of Sneek” 
in Profiles of Anabaptist Women: 16th Century Reforming Pioneers, ed. C. Arnold Snyder and 
Linda Huebert Hecht (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1996), 291. 
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particular Anabaptist difficulties, but of the broader Christian struggle to live 
faithfully with scripture. At Münster, a gap loomed wide between scripture 
enlivened by the Spirit and scripture voiced by vicious caprice. But, as I 
detail in this essay, such a gap exists not only in apocalyptic movements like 
Münster but also in the everyday encounters of Christians with scripture. 
When scripture seems to promise its readers something that then fails to 
come about, it creates a painful dissonance. Such failure cannot be reduced 
merely to interpretive misapprehension of scriptural truth. Rather, it names 
a pain at the heart of scripture itself, that is, the gap between divine promise 
and present reality. 

How then may the promises of scripture be voiced well? In pursuit of 
what James McClendon called “biography as theology,”2 this paper frames 
this theological and exegetical question through an examination of the 
scriptural apocalypticism of a single life, that of Anna Jansz—an Anabaptist 
martyr on the fringes of the Münster movement. By attending to the life of 
an individual, I do not seek to reduce hermeneutics to biography, but rather 
to show how both interpretive difficulties and their solutions are inseparable 
from embodied context. First, I contextualize Jansz in relation to Münsterite 
Anabaptism. Next, I detail Jansz’s life and brief writings, including her early 
apocalyptic “Trumpet Song,” a letter to the charismatic leader David Joris 
and her final Testament. I move finally to the entanglement of Jansz’s wounds 
with scripture’s “wounds.”3

Jansz’s life displays with clarity the difficulty of speaking scripture’s 
promises well. Jansz initially weaves apocalyptic hope out of the words of 
scripture. When these hopes fail, she voices her sorrow using these same 
words and articulates a different hope that must take the form of patient 

2 “The only relevant critical examination of Christian belief may be one that begins by 
attending to lived lives. Theology must be at least biography.” James Wm. McClendon, Jr., 
Biography as Theology (Eugene Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 1974), 22. See also the final chapter 
of Alasdair MacIntyre’s Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity for an example of this mode of 
reflection in a philosophical key, and Willie Jennings’ biographical approach in The Christian 
Imagination. Such approaches do not reduce theology to narrative, but rather point to the 
embodied and incarnational reality of theological reflection. 
3 I use the analogy of scripture’s “wounds” to denote painful passages or passages that 
contradict other passages or personal experience. Though necessarily imprecise, this analogy 
provides a way of understanding individual and conceptual textual difficulties—on the model 
of the wounds of Christ—as both profoundly traumatic and potentially transformative.
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endurance. She can do this because she finds in scripture the same wounds 
she has suffered. Scripture becomes not only the language through which 
she finds herself wounded by a loss of hope, but also that which names that 
loss and offers it as prayer. Voicing scripture’s promises wisely required Anna 
Jansz to tend scripture’s wounds, along with her own.

Jansz’s life and writings suggest that no universal interpretive 
procedure can heal these wounds. The pain of scriptural apocalypticism 
cannot be entirely evaded, for it names the heart of Christian hope. Instead, 
tending the painful gap between divine promise and human reality can, 
with difficulty, lead human readers to develop the practical wisdom that 
allows them to voice scripture—and remember the martyrs—well. Under 
the discipline of hope, this pain may be an opportunity for growth, however 
halting, in wisdom. 

Apocalypticism, Gender, and the Münster Movement   
For nearly five hundred years, three cages have hung from the spire of 
St. Lambert’s Church in Münster, Germany. At first, they held the rotting 
remains of three leaders of the Anabaptist revolution4 crushed there in 1535. 
Yet even after these were removed decades later, the city authorities left the 
cages up as a warning and have refurbished them every few centuries—most 
recently, in a subtle recontextualization, setting a lightbulb in each cage in 
memory of the dead Anabaptists. The cages suggest that the rebellion at 
Münster was an aberration, an isolated occurrence that can be laid at the feet 
of those who occupied them, something outside the normal flow of history.5 
This is how historians of apocalypticism have tended to treat Münster.6 Until 

4 Though “revolution” may be anachronistic, Ralf Klötzer makes an effective case that it most 
aptly describes what took place in Münster. Ralf Klötzer, “The Melchiorites and Münster,” in 
A Companion to Anabaptism and Spiritualism: 1521-1700, ed. John D. Roth and James M. 
Stayer (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 219. 
5 For a historiographical reflection on this, see Michael Driedger, “Thinking inside the 
Cages: Norman Cohn, Anabaptist Münster, and Polemically Inspired Assumptions about 
Apocalyptic Violence,” Nova Religio 21, no. 4 (2018): 38-62. 
6 For Christopher Rowland, Münster was “the best example of the intertwining of the 
Apocalypse and violence in Christian history.” ‘‘Apocalypse and Violence: The Evidence from 
the Reception History of the Book of Revelation,’’ in Apocalypse and Violence, ed. Abbas 
Amanat and John J. Collins (New Haven, CT: Yale Center for International and Area Studies, 
2004), 4. See also Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians 
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recently, so too have most Anabaptist chroniclers, eager to excise Münster 
from the body of true Anabaptists.7 Münster has become a shorthand for 
what goes wrong when apocalyptic faith and political power come together. 

But Anabaptists were hardly unique in their attempts to discern the 
imminent movement of God’s judgment. Apocalyptic expectation abounded 
in 16th century Europe, particularly among the reformers. Many of Luther’s 
followers called him a “second Elijah.” Philip Melanchthon was the most 
enthusiastic of these, though surprisingly the outsider Ulrich Zwingli 
was the first, in 1520, to give him the designation.8 Luther himself was 
consistently convinced that the Last Days were at hand—though he advised 
against positing specific dates.9 Moreover, his characterization of the papacy 
as Antichrist resonates with the language that Münsterites like Bernhard 
Rothmann would use of the ruling powers—Protestant and Catholic—who 
were their enemies. Even the Roman Catholic church, which tended to be 
less hospitable to millenarian and apocalyptic thought, saw enough evidence 
in its midst to prompt the Fifth Lateran Council to forbid preaching on the 
imminence of the arrival of the Antichrist.10 The revolution at Münster 
would be an outlier, then, but not unique in its use of apocalyptic imagery. 

That revolution emerged organically out of a marriage between 
Anabaptist charismatic and apocalyptic tendencies and the practical 
necessities of Münster’s civic reformation. Tensions between the town’s 
economic, religious, and political leaders and newly appointed Prince, 

and Mystical Anarchists of the Middle Ages (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970). 
7 In the early pages of the Mennonite Quarterly Review the Mennonite historian John Horsch 
wrote that it was “permissible to use the designation ‘Anabaptist movement’ with reference 
to the evangelical Anabaptists only, leaving out of consideration the corrupt sects and other 
Anabaptist sects which had only a short history”—not daring to speak the name “Münster.” 
John Horsch, “Is Dr. Kuehler’s Conception of Early Dutch Anabaptism Historically Sound?” 
Mennonite Quarterly Review 7, no. 1 (January 1933), 52. James Stayer has led a critical 
reappraisal, along with Michael Driedger and Willem De Bakker.
8 Andrew Cunningham and Ole Peter Grell. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: Religion, 
War, Famine, and Death in Reformation Europe (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2001), 24. 
9 In a 1522 sermon, he wrote, “the Last Day is not farr off [sic]” while in 1546, just before his 
death, he wrote of himself and the reforming movement as “the last trumpet” to come before 
the return of Christ. Cunningham and Grell, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, 26. 
10 Ibid., 1.
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Bishop Franz von Waldeck, overlord of Münster, grew throughout the early 
1530s. Indeed, violent conflict began before the introduction of Anabaptism 
in the city. Guild authorities had protested the tax-free status of monasteries 
that operated growing textile manufactories.11 This conflict fed a growing 
anticlericalism that ignited around the authorization of preachers in the city’s 
parish churches. Waldeck was himself quite sympathetic to Lutheranism. But 
in 1532 the town council authorized Protestant ministers to preach in the 
city’s churches and, fearing a loss of control, Waldeck initiated an economic 
blockade of the city and confiscated a large herd of cattle.12 The town militia 
carried out a surprise counterattack and further violence was only averted 
through the intervention of the neighboring Lutheran Landgrave Philip of 
Hesse who brokered a treaty in early 1533 by which the town could appoint 
its own ministers to parish churches, but not cathedrals and monasteries.13

From this point the reformation in Münster might have proceeded 
much as it did elsewhere in northern Germany, with the city authorities 
coming to further accommodations with Waldeck, and perhaps Waldeck’s 
own conversion to Lutheranism. It was not to be. The chief reformer in 
the city, Bernhard Rothmann, was not inclined to Lutheranism, despite its 
dominance in the surrounding areas. Rothmann’s embrace of adult baptism, 
combined with support from town notables, brought on several crises that 
eventually led to Anabaptists winning city council elections on February 23, 
1534, amid a mood of increasing apocalypticism. Jan Matthys, a prophet 
and follower of the Anabaptist leader Melchior Hoffmann, proclaimed 
that Münster was the New Jerusalem and immigrated to the city, urging 
his followers to do the same. The city’s overlord had by then besieged 
the city and would do so for the next year until it fell on June 23, 1535. 
During that time, the prophet Jan Matthys assumed control of the city and 
died in a suicidal raid outside the walls after a failed prediction of Christ’s 
return. Jan van Leiden, a Dutch tailor, took over his charismatic authority 
in the ensuing power vacuum and declared himself king. Even before Jan 
van Leiden took power, the city authorities had begun enacting wartime 

11 Klötzer, “The Melchiorites and Münster,” 224. My narration of the siege relies principally 
on this summary. 
12 Ibid., 226.
13 Ibid. 
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measures designed both to maintain social control and turn Münster into a 
model of biblical community. The most notorious of these measures were the 
forced collectivization of private property and the enactment of polygamy, 
a measure which made marriage compulsory for unmarried women. These 
measures would become infamous when the besieging forces retook the city. 

Anabaptism was formed by the memory of Münster. Or, rather, the 
Anabaptism that would come to be defined by pacifism took shape most 
definitively in its aftermath, as rival Anabaptist groups tried to make sense 
of the failed revolution and articulate an alternative vision around which to 
cohere. From the beginning of Anabaptism, nonviolence was a key principle 
for some, but in the long aftermath of Münster, it established a much firmer 
hold on the movement as Anabaptists distinguished themselves from what 
had taken place in the city—a process led in the Netherlands by Menno 
Simons. Thus the Anabaptism that matured through the later 16th century 
in the Netherlands came to bear his name. These were not Münsterites, but 
Mennonites.

This transition also heralded a shift in the gendered realities of 
Anabaptism. The instabilities of the early charismatic and visionary strains 
of Anabaptism had allowed for a relatively high level of women’s involvement 
in positions of power. At the head of Melchior Hoffman’s charismatic 
movement in Strasbourg in the 1520s and 1530s, for example, there were 
eighteen male “visionaries” and eight female.14 After Hoffman’s death, when 
a rival Anabaptist leader named David Joris (with whom Anna Jansz would 
have a pivotal relationship) sought to assimilate the Strasbourg group into 
his own, it was a woman, Barbara Rebstock, who led the group’s rejection of 
Joris’s leadership.15 As Sigrun Haude summarizes, women visionaries “were 
in a position to experience more freedom” through their direct connection 
to God, but, she qualifies, “this position was always held in check by men’s 
claims to hold the sole keys to the mysteries of the faith.”16 Anabaptism 
thus seems to confirm Max Weber’s “early-late” model of gender and 

14 Sigrun Haude, “Gender Roles and Perspectives Among Anabaptists and Spiritualist 
Groups,” in A Companion to Anabaptism and Spiritualism 1521-1700, ed. John D. Roth and 
James M. Stayer (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 434.
15 Ibid., 435. 
16 Ibid., 436. 
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organization; women’s leadership declined as the process of organizational 
formalization routinized male authority and closed off the possibility of 
pneumatic expressions outside traditional gender restrictions. And yet, the 
climactic event of charismatic and apocalyptic Anabaptism—the revolution 
at Münster—would itself be profoundly misogynistic, complicating any 
simple story of early and late women’s participation. 

As a hymnodist, charismatic, and martyr, Anna Jansz’s life would 
demonstrate the possibilities and limits of women’s participation in early 
Anabaptism. In the same way, her life speaks also to the possibilities and limits 
of hope for broader social and political transformation in early Anabaptism. 
After all, what ended as a horrific cult of personality in Münster had begun 
as a popular reform movement with roots in real grievances against the 
social, economic, and religious order. Jansz’s own hope, disappointment, and 
patience emerge against this backdrop.

Anna Jansz: A Life in Three Moments
Anna Jansz was born around 1510 in the Netherlands and drowned in 1539 
for being rebaptized. She surfaces in the written historical record at three 
moments, several years apart: first as a revolutionary hymnodist around 
1534, then as a fervent if disappointed prophet’s aide in 1536, and finally as a 
reformed but resolute martyr in 1538. 

Jansz was born into a family of means in Briel, the Netherlands. In 
early 1534 when she was 22 or 23, an Anabaptist named Meynaart van Emden 
rebaptized her along with her husband, Arent.17 Van Emden had close ties 
to the Anabaptists who were at that moment coming to power in Münster, 
assisting them by inciting Anabaptist uprisings in Amsterdam. Because of 
this, Amsterdam city authorities imprisoned him just after he baptized Jansz 
and her husband.18 Whatever else her rebaptism meant to her, it must have 
included some anticipation of a radical reordering of the society, given the 
identity of her baptizer and the timing of her baptism.

The “Trumpet Song” of Anna Jansz, written around 1534, expresses 

17 Werner Packull, “Anna Jansz of Rotterdam” in Profiles of Anabaptist Women: 16th Century 
Reforming Pioneers, ed. C. Arnold Snyder and Linda Huebert Hecht (Waterloo, Ontario: 
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1996), 337. Packull’s is the best biographical account of Jansz. 
18 Ibid., 337.
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these apocalyptic themes. The song came to be an anthem of the revolutionary 
Anabaptism that was cresting just then in Münster.19 Scripture suffuses the 
language of the song. Indeed, it is in essence a verbal collage of scriptural 
texts. In the current modern edition, editors list 30 scriptural references or 
quotations, mostly from the book of Revelation, Ezekiel, the Gospels, and 
the Apocrypha. Images of harvest, feasting, and destruction combine into a 
description of the judgment God will bring to the earth. 

 Over the course of thirteen verses she extols this coming divine 
judgment on the rich and corrupt. “I hear the trumpet sounding,” she 
announces in the first stanza.20 For “Zion, God’s special chosen,” the trumpet 
announces the wedding feast of the Lamb, to which they must hurry “before 
you with Babylon together are slain.” “Conclude the list of the transfigured!” 
Jansz implores Zion, for their “number will soon be complete.” The middle 
stanzas of the song describe the coming judgment. “The dragon has come 
upon the earth….But be of good cheer and doubt ye not! / Our Guide will 
soon come to judge” (6). Now the wedding feast seems to be taking place 
inside a city, for Jansz enjoins her listeners—the “watchers on the gates of 
Zion”—to enter the city with haste. “The Keeper goes to close the gates, 
And you will be left outside, excluded” (8). A wave of destruction sweeps 
the countryside—though who is performing it remains vague. Speaking to 
the authorities, she promises that “Death now comes riding on horseback.” 
If until now the gathering of the elect has been a peaceful affair, Jansz here 
sees rivers of blood, a “feast for carrion birds” who will “feed on the flesh of 
the rulers.” 

The time has now come to reap, 
For evil has gained the upper hand. 

19 A Dutch historian has called it the “Marseillaise” of Dutch Anabaptism. A.F. Mellink, De 
Wederdopers in de Noordelijke Nederlanden, 1531-1544 (Gronigen: J.B. Wolters, 1954), 225-
26. Quoted in C. Arnold Snyder and Linda Huebert Hecht, Profiles of Anabaptist Women: 
Sixteenth Century Reforming Pioneers (Waterloo, Canada: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 
1996), 336.
20 Anna Jansz, “Trumpet Song,” in Elisabeth’s Manly Courage: Testimonials and Songs of 
Martyred Anabaptist Women in the Low Countries, ed. and trans. by Hermina Joldersma and 
Louis Grijp (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University Press, 2000), 59. All other quotations 
from Jansz’s “Trumpet Song” are taken from here and will be cited parenthetically by stanza. 
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There’s hardly a space for the sowing,
For weeds have engulfed the entire Land….
Whet your scythes, the Harvest is ripe! (10)

In the final three stanzas she delights more in the coming vengeance, 
but the agency of the chosen people diminishes. It is not the elect, but God 
who will prepare this feast of blood. 

The Lord will come to repay,
To avenge the blood of us all.
His wrath is descending,
We await the bowls of final wrath, 
O bride, go out to meet your bridegroom! (12)

Perhaps the elect may participate in this bloodbath, but the agency is 
God’s. The elect “rejoice,” “play,” “witness,” “await,” and “meet.” “Your King is 
coming to set you free” she concludes, “His reward he brings before him, for 
all to see” (13). 

What will the elect do in the coming bloodbath? Does Jansz specifically 
have in mind those who are defending Anabaptist Münster with arms? The 
song leaves an ambiguous impression. The injunction to “whet your scythes” 
is more than a little suggestive. But when the battle comes at the end of the 
song, the Lord fights it. It could, I imagine, be sung by a firmly committed 
pacifist eager for the Lord to wreak the vengeance she foregoes.21 And it 
could be sung also by a revolutionary standing on the walls of Münster, a 
“watcher on the gates of Zion,” with halberd in hand. 

Whatever its implications for the violence of the elect, in this 
confident song Jansz weaves together the words and images of scripture to 
voice the expectations and desires of thousands of Dutch Anabaptists and 
radicals. They hoped that God would deliver them from the persecutions 
and corruption of the ruling classes of the Holy Roman Empire and all its 
principalities. These hopes, and perhaps the words of this very song, buoyed 

21 This is Timothy Nyhof ’s interpretation in “The Elusive Image of the Martyr Anneke Janszdr. 
of Rotterdam,” Canadian Journal of Netherlandic Studies 30, no. 2 (Fall 2009): 30-39.
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up not only those who flocked to Münster, but Anabaptists who, like Anna, 
stayed in their homes. These expectations were crushed when Münster 
descended into madness and the besieging army broke through its walls.

The second of these textual moments is a letter to the Anabaptist 
leader David Joris a few years later. It evinces a different, more individualized 
form of apocalyptic anticipation. Sometime in the aftermath of the fall of 
Münster, Anna Jansz began a close friendship with David Joris. Joris was a 
former glass blower from Delft who became, between the fall of Münster in 
1535 and the rise of Menno Simons several years later, the chief Anabaptist 
figure in the Netherlands.

The two had a formative influence on each other. They were, according 
to Joris’s autobiography, in love. By this time, Jansz’s husband Arent had 
probably fled to England because of persecution. In 1536, David Joris stayed 
at the home of someone who, while unnamed, was almost certainly Anna 
Jansz.22 This prompted a crisis in her marriage when Arent Jansz returned 
and accused her of infidelity, a charge strenuously denied by David Joris 
and Anna Jansz.23 Whatever the circumstances, the relationship left a lasting 
impression on both. Historian Gary Waite suggests that Anna, “who scholars 
assume to be the inspiration for [Joris’s] later visions,” was also initially “the 
catalyst for his aspirations to prophetic status.”24 David Joris’s biography 
notes that “while [at Anna’s home] he received much understanding from 
the scriptures, and divine dreams.”25 

One of Jansz’s letters to Joris is extent, probably authored around 
1536.26  In it, Jansz affirms the coming judgment of God once again, but it is 
a more distant judgment, and one more focused on David Joris as a divine 

22 “The facts of the case fit Anna Jansz.” Werner Packull, “Anna Jansz of Rotterdam,” in Profiles 
of Anabaptist Women, 338.
23 “God is a witness that he had remained as pure from her, and she from him, as the smallest 
infant upon the earth.” “The Anonymous Biography of David Joris,” in The Anabaptist Writings 
of David Joris: 1535-1543, ed. Gary Waite (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1994), 52. 
24 Gary Waite, David Joris and Dutch Anabaptism: 1524-1543 (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 1990), 68. 
25 “The Anonymous Biography of David Joris,” in The Anabaptist Writings of David Joris, 51.
26 The letter appears in the van Bracht, Martelaers Spiegel (1685 edition) but is not included 
in English translations of the Martyrs Mirror. Packull translates it and includes it as an 
appendix at the end of “Anna Jansz of Rotterdam,” in Profiles of Anabaptist Women, 343-4. All 
subsequent quotes from the letter are from these two pages. 



The Conrad Grebel Review22

instrument. She opens the letter with a celebration of divine sovereignty 
(quoting from 2 Esdras 8:20-28) and then blesses Joris for his work. “Be 
the winnow in the hand of the Lord; prepare an acceptable people” she 
writes, drawing once more on the images of harvest she had invoked in her 
“Trumpet Song.” Her praise and blessing draws Joris into the position that 
the coming divine judgment occupied in her earlier song. 

Mighty leader of Israel, beloved of the Lord, look diligently 
after the Lord’s vineyard…He has made you a watchman in 
His house, a shepherd for His flock. …As the rain refreshes the 
earth and the dew the flowers of the field and makes their scent 
sweet to man, so do your warnings, teachings and instructions 
bring also refreshment and nourishment.

Whereas before the harvest had been the work of God, and perhaps 
aided by the whetted scythes of the elect, now Jansz assigns the same images 
of pruning and shepherding to Joris. In the second half of the letter, Jansz 
longs for the day of judgment. As in her hymn, that day is imminent. “I delight 
that the cross is revealed and the conflict begins.” But here in this letter the 
judgment seems more drawn out and manifested initially as suffering rather 
than vindication. “I hope that the Lord will answer my prayer and deliver me 
from this earthly tabernacle… Apparently I am not yet acceptable and pure 
enough.”  

In this episode with David Joris, Jansz reveals that her apocalyptic 
hopes are not dead, but have been transmuted into expectation of another 
kind of transformation, though one much less clearly defined in terms 
of political and social change. The judgment is imminent, but it is by no 
means clear that this judgment will wreak vengeance on “the rulers,” as in 
her “Trumpet Song.” Her work in the meantime is to become worthy of the 
suffering that is coming. It would find her quickly.

A hymn betrayed her. Jansz, her infant son, and a female companion 
returned from England to Rotterdam in 1538. (Her husband Arent was 
possibly killed in the wave of persecution begun by Thomas Cromwell in 
early October of 1538.)27 She and her female companion were singing a song 
that other travelers recognized as Anabaptist—perhaps her own “Trumpet 

27 Packull, “Anna Jansz of Rotterdam,” 339.
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Song”—and turned them in.28 The authorities in Rotterdam imprisoned her 
for a few months, convicted her of having been rebaptized, and drowned her 
outside Rotterdam on January 24, 1539. 

This final moment is stretched out and rendered legible in Anna 
Jansz’s Testament, her final letter to her infant son, Isaiah, and now a part of 
the Martyrs Mirror. In it, she shifts from hopes for imminent transformation 
to something like tired endurance. Like in her “Trumpet Song,” Jansz’s words 
here are infused with scriptural quotations and allusions. She revisits the 
same scriptures but means them now quite differently.  

The first part of the letter is her description and endorsement of the 
way of the cross to which God calls the elect. “I go today the way of the 
prophets, apostles, and martyrs, and drink of the cup of which they all have 
drank.”29 In her narration of this path of suffering, her wounds are voiced 
with those of martyrs past. She joins her complaint to God with the saints 
in Revelation 6:10: “‘Lord Almighty God, when wilt Thou avenge the blood 
that has been shed?’” She still desires the vengeance she had sung about 
in her “Trumpet Song.” But her Testament clarifies what had been before 
ambiguous: vengeance belongs only to God, and it will not be soon in 
coming. Only after the martyrs have completed “the number and fulfillment 
of Zion, the bride of the Lamb,” will the New Jerusalem come “down out of 
heaven.” This notion—the fulfillment of the number of the elect—had in her 
hymn indicated a short time period after which vengeance would come. But 
in the Testament, the way of the cross is the model of Christian life for as 
far ahead as can be imagined. To live as a Christian is to suffer persecution, 
loneliness, and death while dealing out love in return. She urges her son 
to “receive the chastisement and instruction of the Lord…for he accepts or 
receives no son whom he does not chasten.” The apocalypse is here already, 
it seems, but the judgment it reveals falls most heavily on God’s beloved. 
In her earlier hymn she had also spoken of a narrow way full of suffering. 
There, traversing it seemed temporary. Here it is the only path to life, and an 
interminable one. 

If this final moment is defined textually by her Testament, visually it 

28 Ibid., 341. 
29 Thieleman Jans van Braght, The Martyrs Mirror, trans. Joseph Sohm (Scottdale, PA: Herald 
Press, 1949), 453. All quotations from the Testament will be from this or the following page.
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has been memorialized by a print in the 1685 second edition of the Martyrs 
Mirror. In that image (Figure 1) Anna Jansz petitions the crowd to take and 
raise her infant son after her death. The crowd, the notables, and the guards 
all look on as Anna Jansz, perfectly upright in the middle of the frame, holds 
out her son and a purse to a stooped baker. Those who will kill her seem off-
balance and hesitant. Her guard is bent slightly, waiting behind her. In light 
of her Testament’s calm embrace of the consequences of her faith, it is not 
too hagiographic, I think, to suggest that here she is most fully in possession 
of herself. Here at her death she puts on display a form of moral agency that 
has been born of her struggle with and through scripture since her baptism. 

Figure 1 Image Credit: Thieleman J. van Braght, Het Bloedig Tooneel, Der Martelaers 
Spiegel Der Doops-gesinde (2nd ed.; Amsterdam, 1685), 143. 
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That struggle has been to articulate and participate in a vision of the world 
as narrated by scripture. Time and again she has rubbed up against the rough 
edges of reality and that vision of the world has blistered. Here, at the end, 
she has come to a resting place. 

Tending Scripture’s Wounds    
At the end of the “Trumpet Song,” Jansz draws on promises of vindication 
for Zion from Isaiah 62:1. “Your King is coming to set you free.”30 What did 
this promise mean to her several years later as she drowned in a distributary 
of the Rhine? 

Jansz exemplifies what I want to call, in relation to scripture, the wound 
of failure. In its collective form, it is an experience shared with many religious 
movements whose messianic hopes have gone apparently unfulfilled, from 
the variously construed expectations for a swift parousia in the earliest 
days of the Christianity down to modern movements like the Shakers and 
Seventh Day Adventists. It consists, essentially, in the dissonance that readers 
of scripture might feel between the promises of the Bible and the apparent 
absence of fulfillment of those promises in their own lives. These broken 
promises may herald apocalyptic transformation, but they may simply speak 
of blessing, or bare survival. Consider these words from the epigraph of the 
memoir of Holocaust survival by the Talmud scholar David Weiss Halivni: 
“Said the Almighty,” he writes, quoting Midrash Rabbah Deuteronomy 4:2, 
“‘If you keep what is written in this book, you will be spared this sword; if not, 
you will be consumed by it.’”31 He continues, in his own words, “We clung 
to the book, yet were consumed by the sword.” In the fires of the Holocaust, 
what could be discerned of the divine faithfulness promised to Israel in its 
scriptures? 

Anna Jansz does not bear the innocence we ascribe to such a victim. 
Her suffering is bound up with a web of moral ambiguities. But the wound 
of failure visible in her life extends to these diverse cases, and to the fabric 
of everyday tragedy, not simply collective political calamities. A child hears 

30 Anna Jansz, “Trumpet Song,” in Elisabeth’s Manly Courage, 59. Paraphrasing Isaiah 62:11. 
All subsequent biblical quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version.
31 David Weiss Halivni, The Book and the Sword: A Life of Learning the Shadow of Destruction 
(New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1996), book epigraph.
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in Sunday School how David defeated Goliath but learns that the bullies 
at school will not be overcome so easily. A gay teenager with internalized 
homophobia comes to doubt he is “fearfully and wonderfully made.” 
Someone praying for fertility finds in the biblical Hannah a figure to emulate 
but discovers with sorrow that their story will have no Samuel. Scripture’s 
patterns grate against these dissonances, large and small. These are wounds, 
bitter gaps forced between the Bible and those who seek to be guided by it. 

If Anna Jansz thought 2 Esdras and Revelation foretold the collapse of 
the Holy Roman Empire in the 16th century, she was of course badly mistaken. 
But I want to press a claim that goes a bit further. Avoiding the wounds 
and dissonances of failure in a life with scripture is not simply a matter of 
adopting a better interpretive procedure. Even innocent readings yield such 
pain, as the writings of Halivni illustrate. This pain is, rather, a routine part of 
a life lived with scripture. This is so not only because of human limitations, 
but because the pain of this wound of failure runs through scripture itself.  

The biblical scholar David Carr has argued that much of the Bible was 
written in response to various historical traumas. “Suffering, and survival of 
it, was written into the Bible.”32 Compiled amid Babylonian exile, Genesis 
describes with forlorn hope a world created in love by a God who has not 
yet forsaken Israel. At scripture’s end, the book of Revelation emerges too 
from the wound of failure. Written in the midst of persecution, wrestling 
with the absence of Christ, it provides a picture of longing for redemption 
and evocative imagery of the satisfaction of those desires. “Lord Almighty 
God, when wilt Thou avenge the blood that has been shed?” (Revelation 
6:10) The Gospels themselves record the aftermath of this wound. Christ 
gathered a circle of disciples who believed he was the Messiah who would 
sit again on the throne of David. His death shattered these hopes. Even his 
resurrection left them confused, as the shock of the shorter ending of the 
gospel of Mark attests and the beginning of the book of Acts confirms. “Lord, 
is this [emphasis added] the time when you will restore the Kingdom to 
Israel?” (Acts 1:6) The church is founded on the transmutation of apparently 
misunderstood promises into a new kind of hope. 

32 David Carr, Holy Resilience: The Bible’s Traumatic Origins (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2014), 5. 
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2 Esdras—a key text for Jansz—was also composed amid trauma.33 
Traditionally held to be written by Ezra himself after the return from exile, 
modern scholarship suggests an origin after the destruction of the Second 
Temple in 70 C.E. The book thus emerges from a later exile and takes place, 
rhetorically, during the first exile from Jerusalem. The pain of exile pervades 
the book. Summarizing his complaint to the angel Uriel, Ezra demands 
to know “why Israel has been given over to the Gentiles in disgrace; why 
the people whom you loved has been given over to godless tribes” (4:23). 
Uriel reveals to Ezra a series of stories and metaphors about the purpose 
of suffering and the significance of exile and the coming judgment which 
will set all to right. Ezra remains skeptical, remarking later that “it would 
have been better if the earth had not produced Adam” (7:116). Ezra’s own 
transformation happens in the tenth chapter of the book, when he comes 
across a woman grieving the loss of her son and both consoles her and 
encourages her to grieve for all her people. In that moment the woman is 
transformed into a radiant city and Ezra perceives that Zion’s glory, though 
nearly extinguished at present, will yet come. His vocation, in the aftermath 
of these visions, is to shepherd the faithfulness of his people. This is a model 
of how the wound of failure is expressed and tended in scripture: humans 
question divine faithfulness amid suffering, recalling promises that now 
seem out of reach. God then renews them for continued faithfulness until all 
harms have been redressed.  

Part of the power of an apocalypse like 2 Esdras—or Daniel, Ezekiel, 
or Revelation—is that it allows sufferers to live already in anticipation of 
future justice. Suffering the trials of persecution may therefore become a way 
of participating, however distantly in the triumph of God over the forces 
of evil. Howard Thurman describes this reclamation of moral agency more 
generally as Christianity’s “answer to the threat of violence.” He argues that, 
“to the degree to which a [person] knows this”—that is, knows that the moral 
intelligibility of the universe flows not from their oppressors but from their 
participation in the story God has already written—they “are unconquerable 

33 For the book’s importance to early Anabaptists, see Jonathan Seiling, “Solae (quae?) 
Scripturae: Anabaptists and the Apocrypha,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 80 no. 1 (2006): 
5-34.
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from within and without.”34 This aspect of apocalyptic language is what 
James Cone calls “the transcendent present.”35 For enslaved Africans singing 
spirituals that anticipated redemption, such language was not escapism, it 
was a sign that “God’s future had broken into the slave’s historical present.”36 
Apparent impotence against enduring injustice was remade into a powerful 
persistence. That is the power of the promises of apocalyptic literature. 	  

2 Esdras emerges from a particular wound of failure—two exiles—
and provides a model of response. When readers come to discern scripture 
wisely in the face of suffering, they participate in that scriptural pattern. As 
the reader encounters scripture, the events of scripture happen “again” for 
the reader—not as the communication of an abstract allegorical concept, 
but as an encounter with the same Word who was present at the events of 
scripture, superintended its writing, and now renews them for the reader.37 

Following the pattern initiated by the figure of Ezra in these texts, 
such readers who are faced with the gap between scriptural promises of 
blessing and the reality of ongoing suffering may emerge with a stronger 
sense of participation in God’s faithfulness. That gap between promised 
blessing and lived suffering is a “stumbling block”—in Origen’s sense—
which trips up the reader and causes them to inquire more deeply into the 
sense in which the promises of scripture might be spoken again wisely. If like 
Ezra or the enslaved Africans written about by Thurman and Cone, they are 
able to glimpse God’s faithfulness amid suffering, readers may see how such 
promises can be claimed truthfully after all. 

The risk is that this “happening again” becomes ossified. One of the 
paradigmatic scriptural moments revealing the significance of apocalyptic 

34 Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited (Boston: Beacon Press, 1976), 46. Emphasis 
added.
35 James Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1972), 92. 
36 Ibid., 92. 
37 As Origen writes, the gospels “present the sojourn of Christ and prepare for his coming and 
produce it in the souls [emphasis added] of those who are willing to receive the Word of God 
who stands at the door and knocks and wishes to enter their souls.” Origen, Commentary 
on John 1.26. Quoted in John David Dawson, Christian Figural Reading and the Fashioning 
of Identity (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2001), 137. John David Dawson 
summarizes this dynamic effectively. “The ethical task is to read in a way that allows or 
enables that occurrence to happen ‘again’ for the present-day reader.” Dawson, Christian 
Figural Reading and the Fashioning of Identity, 137.
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language comes in the Gospels’ accounts of the transfiguration. Peter, John, 
and James go with Jesus up the mountain and behold the vision of Moses 
and Elijah flanking Jesus. Peter reveals the temptation most characteristic 
of human responses to such glimpses of glory. “‘Master, it is good for us 
to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and 
one for Elijah’—not knowing what he said.” (Luke 9:33). Peter grasps the 
moment and wants to hold on to it and remain on the mountain, to make 
a permanent home there. But Christians cannot do so, yet. Apocalyptic 
glimpses of the Lord’s triumph are, for now, a temporary glory. To make 
permanent dwellings out of these words of scripture is to misuse them. 

If the disappointment of scriptural promises is like a seed that grows 
and may produce the fruit of wisdom, that same seed may also produce 
thorns causing further pain. Consider how Paul’s words to the marginal 
Christian community in Rome—not apocalypse, merely counsel—became 
a spur to violence in the twelfth-century abbot Bernard of Clairvaux’s 
preaching as he urged the Christians of the Holy Roman Empire to join the 
Second Crusade. He quoted Romans 13:4, assuring them that theirs was not 
an errand of sinful murder: “[I]f he kills, he is serving Christ, for as a minster 
of God ‘he does not carry the sword in vain.’”38 

The life of Anna Jansz and the broader Münster movement 
demonstrates this characteristic danger of scripture’s apocalyptic affirmation 
of the vindication of the suffering elect. Promises that generate moral 
agency can be turned to orders underwriting human actions that go astray. 
This is especially true when the word of comfort comes to those who have 
come into possession of power. Then the comforting word to an oppressed 
remnant may become the permission slip to cleanse Münster of those who 
refuse baptism or marriage. In such cases, scripture’s powerful promises help 
to generate the same pain they initially redressed. What comforted Ezra’s 
sense of failure also stimulated Jansz’s hopes—hopes that would fail and 
disappoint her in turn. 

The postliberal theologian George Lindbeck wrote of what he called 
the “intrasystemic” truth quality of Christian proclamation, calling both 
Anna Jansz and Bernard of Clairvaux to mind. “The crusader’s battle cry 
“Christus est Dominus,”…is false when used to authorize cleaving the skull of 

38 Quoted in Ephraim Radner, Time and the Word, 283. 
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the infidel.”39 For Lindbeck this example demonstrated that the truthfulness 
of a statement consists not simply in its reference to some deeper reality 
but in its coherence with other practices and beliefs. Lest we slip into mere 
coherentism, with George Hunsinger we might add that for the crusader, 
“the deed is falsified by the word.”40 The crusader’s act is false because Christ 
truly is Lord, a different kind of Lord entirely.  

This Lord faced the same temptation to grasp scripture’s promises too 
tightly. On the pinnacle of the temple, the devil tempts Jesus with the words 
of scripture. “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 
‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will 
bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” (Matthew 
4:6) These temptations occur just after Jesus’s baptism and the Father’s 
declaration that he was “my Son, the Beloved” (Matthew 3:17). What kind of 
Sonship will this be? Jesus’s response to the devil’s temptations—“Do not put 
the Lord your God to the test”—points to the difficulty I have been tracing in 
this chapter. But his words here are not only a scriptural maxim that rebuts 
and qualifies the devil’s quotation of Psalm 91. Christ’s proverb has a history. 

After their deliverance from slavery, the people of Israel were tempted 
as well. In the wilderness at Massah, they doubted the faithfulness of the 
God who had brought them out of Egypt and promised them a new land, 
but who seemed unable to provide water in their moment of need. “Why did 
you bring us out of Egypt? To kill us and our children and our livestock with 
thirst?” (Exodus 17:3).41 At Massah, the people of Israel were confronted by 
the wound of failure. As with Jansz after the failures of Münster, the promise 
seemed to have gone terribly wrong. In anger, Moses provided them with 
water by striking a rock (which later patristic exegetes read Christologically 
as the crucified Christ). Later, in Deuteronomy 6:16, as Moses instructs the 
people on how they shall live in the land, he commands, “Do not put the 
Lord your God to the test, as you tested him at Massah.” 

39 George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), 64. 
40 George Hunsinger, “Truth as Self-Involving: Barth and Lindbeck on the Cognitive and 
Performative Aspects of Truth in Theological Discourse,” Journal of the American Academy of 
Religion 61 no. 1 (Spring 1993), 47. 
41 Numbers 20 contains a different but parallel account, where the failure of Moses is 
intertwined with that of the people. 
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When Jesus responds to the devil’s prompt to throw himself from the 
temple by quoting Moses, he calls forward this whole saga of faithfulness, 
wounded hope, and reproof. “Do not put the Lord your God to the test” is a 
saying, a caution against speaking a scriptural promise too boldly; it is also a 
story, a recollection of comfort and warning. In this way, it says: do not give 
up hope. You do not yet see how scripture will be fulfilled; you must not press 
it too hard. The God who brought you thus far will carry you through, but 
you must not assume you know how. Jesus’s deployment of Deuteronomy 
6:16 sounds like a rejection of martyrdom for martyrdom’s sake.	

Jesus does not throw himself from the temple. He does not claim a 
scriptural promise and force its fulfillment; instead, others lift him up onto 
the cross. There, the wisdom of God is put to the test by sinful humanity and, 
in the resurrection, not found wanting. If the negative command is “Do not 
put the Lord your God to the test”—as at Massah, as at Golgotha—then its 
positive corollary might be something from the same scriptural moment, 
in Exodus 14:14:  “The Lord will fight for you and you have only to keep 
still.” Christ the wisdom of God has already passed the test. What remains is 
participation in that wisdom, a kind of keeping still. 

~

At her death, Anna Jansz does not possess the fullness of this wisdom. Still, 
she gains a little, and it is worth lingering over its character. To see it more 
clearly, I want to stipulate a definition of wisdom, for present purposes, as 
the skill of knowing how to speak which scriptural locutions, and when, and 
of what.42 My own examples might include: “If there are children in your 
house, say the Levitical benediction to them at bedtime” or “Do not read 
Romans 13 without remembering who killed Paul.” In light of this definition, 
the broader question of this paper might be reformulated more specifically 
as: who may speak which statements from 2 Esdras, and how and of what? 
In her Testament, Anna does not repudiate the faith that brought her death. 
Nor does she turn away in anger from the scriptures that she had read as 

42 I owe this notion of scriptural wisdom to Mark James. “Who may say these words? On what 
occasion? With respect to what?” Mark James, Learning the Language of Scripture: Origen, 
Wisdom, and the Logic of Interpretation (Leiden: Brill, 2021), 24. 



The Conrad Grebel Review32

promising immediate vindication. Instead, she revisits them. What emerges 
is a wiser sense of how to speak the apocalyptic words of scripture. 

I summarize this difference in two maxims. The first is a pair of two: 
“Speak 2 Esdras 2:40 as a future hope” and
“Pray Revelation 6:10 as a present plea.” 

“Oh Zion,” 2 Esdras 2:40 begins, “conclude the list of the transfigured! 
Your number will soon be complete.” In her “Trumpet Song,” Jansz quoted 
this not merely as an imminent reality, but an immediate command. In her 
Testament, this trope, the completion of the number of the elect, figures 
again, but the image of 2 Esdras refers now to a distant reality. Instead, 
Revelation 6:10 assumes more prominence as a plea for deliverance rooted 
in the present. She writes,

This way was trodden by the dead under the altar, who cry, 
saying: ‘Lord, Almighty God, when wilt Thou avenge the blood 
that has been shed? ...It was said to them; Wait yet for a little 
season, until the number of your brethren that are yet to be 
killed for the testimony of Jesus, be fulfilled’ (Revelation 6:10-
11).

Jansz’s temporal horizon has expanded. Judgment will come later, 
not now. It is a simple observation, but one that is most clearly visible as a 
distinction between the temporal reference of specific passages, an earned 
and practical wisdom. 

Here is a second maxim that captures Jansz’s growth in wisdom, this 
time concerning not the timing of the judgment, but its object and character: 
“Hebrews 12:6 amends present prayers for judgment on enemies.”

In Jansz’s “Trumpet Song,” suffering had featured as a temporary trial 
before the justice of God arrived. Here in her Testament, not only has the 
final judgment been delayed, as it were, but the intervening judgment falls 
most heavily on the elect, not the perishing world. She encourages her son 
to “enter in through the strait gate, receive the chastisement and instruction 
of the Lord, bow your shoulders under His yoke…for ‘He accepts or receives 
no son, whom He does not chasten’” (Hebrews 12:6). Jansz draws on a 
variety of scriptural texts to make this point again and again: the way of 
faithfulness requires suffering. “Judgment must begin at the house of God,” 
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she writes, echoing 1 Peter 4:17. The end will not come for a while yet, and in 
the meantime, suffering is a mark of righteousness. This is her bitter wisdom, 
and it is a path worth emulating.

But it is not yet perfect wisdom. Consider this second interpretive 
maxim I drew out of Jansz’s Testament about the suffering of the righteous. 
Here, surely, is a bit of hard-won wisdom that yet requires further refinement. 
When the devil prompts Christ to throw himself from the temple, he does 
not acquiesce. “Do not put the Lord your God to the test,” might, I think, 
be read as a maxim modifying Hebrews 12:6’s affirmation of suffering, at 
least as it has been put to use in the Anabaptist martyr legacy. The Lord 
may indeed chasten those whom she loves, as Hebrews threatens, but this is 
no recommendation of chastening itself. Martyrdom names what happens 
because of the martyr’s love for life, and the giver of life, not what happens 
because of the martyr’s love for death. When all we recall of the martyr is 
their grisly determination to death, the texture of their love vanishes. “Do 
not put the Lord your God to the test,” for “you have only to keep still.” We 
might say more about the wisdom of Anna Jansz, perhaps about the love we 
owe the world, or about what it means to speak the promises of Israel as a 
Gentile—how election is a gift contrary to Gentile nature, not a possession. 
But all this might be summed up with the observation that interpretive 
wisdom is iterative. It requires constant testing and refinement not simply 
within a life—as Jansz exemplifies—but in community and by the memory 
that spans generations. That is to say, the wisdom of her heirs depends in 
part upon right remembering.

Such remembering comes with a difficulty not unlike that which 
faced Jansz in speaking scripture’s promises well. How are Anabaptists to 
remember someone like Anna Jansz well? Which Jansz? The apocalyptically 
minded fanatic? A member of the cult of David Joris? A chastened pacifist 
resigned to death? Though not the most famous of Anabaptist martyrs, the 
drama of her final farewell to her son Isaiah has rendered her an attractive 
figure to summon forward as a witness to righteousness, or at least the 
righteousness of the one doing the remembering. David Joris first published 
her Testament and “Trumpet Song” immediately after her death, but he was 
not alone. Other martyrs copied her words in their own farewell messages,43 

43 “A Testament Made By Maeyken van Deventer For Her Children,” Martyrs Mirror, 977. I 
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and apparently within weeks of her death, Anabaptists in Hamburg began 
singing a song about her drowning and final words to her son.44 The Amish 
recall her every time they sing the 18th hymn in their Ausbund which 
commemorates the same moment. In 1562, the first Anabaptist martyrology, 
Het Offer des Heeren (“The Sacrifice of the Lord”) included Jansz within it, 
but elided all mention of her connection to David Joris, or her “Trumpet 
Song.”45 Some earlier editions of the Martyrs Mirror include her letter 
to David Joris, but the present edition does not. Historians are similarly 
divided and selective. Werner Packull called Jansz one of several “‘misplaced’ 
martyrs in the Mirror” because of her apocalypticism, but later revised his 
judgment;46 another scholar insisted she was a deluded follower of David 
Joris to the very end; 47 another held her up as a suitably transformed pacifist 
and therefore a “model martyr”48 whose inclusion in the Martyrs Mirror 
was “entirely justified.”49 I am no neutral observer: I want Jansz to be the 
transformed pacifist. 

Remembering the martyrs well and speaking scripture wisely both fall 
under the same discipline of hope. Remembering rightly in Anna Jansz’s case 

owe this observation to David Weaver-Zercher, Martyrs Mirror: A Social History (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016), 348. 
44 Nanne van der Zijpp, “Hymnology of the Mennonites in the Netherlands,” Mennonite 
Quarterly Review 31 no. 1 (January 1957), 11. 
45 Bradley Gregory, noting how later versions of the Sacrifice of the Lord left out martyrs 
associated with rival Anabaptist groups, suggests that “the larger structure of martyrdom 
in early modern Christianity—the link between confessional affiliation and martyr 
recognition—was replicated on a smaller scale within one branch of Anabaptism.” Salvation 
at Stake: Christian Martyrdom in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1999), 235.
46 Werner Packull, “Anna Jansz of Rotterdam: A Historical Investigation of an Early Anabaptist 
Heroine,” in Archive for Reformation History, 78 (1987), 170. Packull, however, revises his 
judgment somewhat in later work. 
47 De Bakker suggests that Anna Jansz returned to the Netherlands at the end of 1538 
because David Joris was attempting to gather “all the remnants of the disillusioned survivors 
of Münster around Christmas 1538—exactly three and a half years after the collapse of the 
Anabaptist kingdom—in Delft” to await the apocalypse at the home of his mother. “Lost in 
Translation: Re-Examining the Sources of Early Dutch Anabaptism,” Mennonite Quarterly 
Review 92 no. 1 (January 2018), 54-84.
48 Timothy Nyhof, “The Elusive Image of the Martyr Anneke Janszdr. of Rotterdam,” Canadian 
Journal of Netherlandic Studies 30 no. 2 (Fall 2009), 37. 
49 Packull, “Anna Jansz of Rotterdam,” 342.
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requires holding her whole life out as a sign of hope and confession of sin, a 
way for Anabaptists to identify themselves “as oppressor and traitor, yet also 
the penitent and restored kin of Christ.”50 How do my failings participate 
in hers? How do the little redemptions of her life make possible the little 
redemptions of mine? To remember well is to hold together these fragments 
in the hope that wisdom will teach their application. So too with scripture. To 
read scripture wisely is to be disciplined by the hope that all of its fragments, 
its unfulfilled promises, may indeed be spoken well and truly by Christ. It is 
to believe that these wounded scriptures that seem to contradict one another, 
or rub up against the hard-won lessons of experience, are gathered together 
in the mind of God. 

Jansz is not a model of perfection in the art of exegesis. Hers was, 
after all, a lonely model of interpretation, damaged by bad models and a lack 
of community. Good interpretation requires reading in rowdy communion 
across the generations. The state violence that killed her cut that communion 
short. What Jansz does model, however, is something far more important 
than exegetical method. She exemplifies perseverance under the discipline 
of hope. Without such hope the Word cannot become flesh in the mouths of 
scripture’s speakers as they slowly cobble together the bittersweet wisdom to 
speak it more truthfully. It is the same hope that helps Christians remember 
the martyrs, past and present, and all their burdens. Someday all these 
fragments will be gathered up.

Nathan Hershberger recently completed a PhD at Duke University and teaches 
at Eastern Mennonite School in Harrisonburg, Virginia.

50 Rowan Williams, Resurrection (Cleveland, OH: The Pilgrim Press, 1982, 2002), 51.


